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EDUCATION AS A CHRISTIAN (LUTHERAN) CALLING 
Tom Christenson 
I. Christians in the Empire
Let us exercise, for the moment, our historical
imaginations. We are living in one of the larger
Mediterranean cities of the Roman Empire in the first
centuries of the common era. This Roman world is
diverse and pluralistic. In the cities we see people from
Persia and Northern Europe and Africa. We hear
hundreds of languages spoken, and daily hear about and
see religious diversity of all sorts. Yet functionally
everyone pays some kind of homage to the emperor,
learning his language, paying his taxes, using his coinage,
obeying his laws.
All of the political power, economic power and military 
might have a single focus, Rome and the person of the 
emperor. If we are a colonial people, we may not be 
happy about Rome, but we at least recognize that it calls 
the shots. Anyone who would wish for themselves a 
flourishing and successful life will finally have to plug in 
to the imperial power source. Rebellions occasionally 
occur but are short lived. Cynics mouth off but have 
little else to offer. Religious cults spring up constantly­
most offer some kind of escape from the harsh realities of 
life in the empire. 
We have heard about this group who call themselves 
Christians. They gather in people's homes or any space 
available to realize what they call basileia tou theou, the 
present reign of God. They follow the person and 
teachings of someone called Jesus, a Judean whom the 
Roman authorities crucified, whom these followers claim 
was raised from death. The stories they tell about him 
are quite unbelievable, yet unashamedly bold and 
wonderful. 
What makes these Christians different and interesting is 
how they come together as a community. The 
distinctions that play such a large part in the normal 
world: whether one is free or slave, wealthy or poor, 
Roman or non-Romari, well or diseased, law maker or 
law breaker, even whether one is male or female, none of 
these things matter to the Christians. All that counts for 
status in the Roman world is counted for nothing in their 
midst. People who come there are invited to forget their 
past, to become as one people. They practice a kind of 
washing that makes them "die and be born again." Some 
of the most disreputable people come together there: 
prostitutes, peasants, lepers, Roman toadies. When 
someone hears that a Christian group is meeting nearby 
the common response is "there goes the neighborhood." 
It's like a recovery group, a start over group, a new life 
group. They are radically egalitarian, radically pacifist, 
radically · communitarian, radically welcoming and 
radically forgiving of each other. It's a rather scary 
concept, but that's what makes them interesting. 
II. Rethinking Church
I wanted us to take that little imaginative historical
journey to get a little different view of what it might
mean to be the church, the community of the Spirit.
When we think about the word "church," at least in our
present historical context, we are most likely to think
institutionally. Often we envision a steepled building in
some nice neighborhood, where very respectable people
gather and run education programs in the hope that their
children will also grow up to be nice and respectable.
This pursuit of niceness and respectability is not
completely innocent. These people avoid issues that
require serious self-examination or that require
challenging the status quo. Wendell Berry writes, " ...
modem Christianity has [as a consequence] become
willy-nilly the religion of the state and the economic
status quo. Because it has been so exclusively dedicated
to incanting anemic souls into Heaven, it has been made
the tool of much earthly villainy."
So, in thinking through what a Christian program in 
higher education might look like we need first to do some 
adventuresome thinking about who these Christians were, 
who we are as Christians, and what kind of thing church 
is. 
May I be so bold as to attempt an answer to that latter 
question. The church is a community: 
• 
• 
• 
• 
sharing and celebrating and stewarding 
giftedness-in nature, in persons, in bread 
and wine, in renewed life. 
oriented to the paradigmatic figure of Jesus, 
the crucified one. 
called to challenge . the grip of dominant 
paradigms of power, wealth, control and 
status. 
called to be suspicious of and critique all the 
world's claims to ultimacy, to recognize and 
name the sources of illusion and fear. 
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• called by the deep needs of others, to realize
a love that leads beyond a preoccupation
with self.
• engaged in the continuing, open-ended
project of realizing God's governance of the
world.
Christians are called into such communities; in fact, we 
are all called to be such communities. Moreover we are 
called to serve the needs of the world by being such 
communities. 
My question to all of us-How could such a community 
help but be a place of serious discussion, a place of 
liberated learning, a place of Spirit, a place for the 
transforming of persons and the imagining of new worlds 
for new persons? If this isn't a community with an 
educational vocation then I don't know what one looks 
like. 
III. Called to Education
So, if I am right, that the enterprise of education is a 
natural calling for a Christian community, what should 
the realization of such a calling look like, in the U.S. at 
this point in history? That is, to what sort of educational 
endeavor are we called? 
There are two temptations for contemporary American 
Christian higher education. One is to become a 
parochial, doctrinaire, narrowly moralistic Bible School. 
This is an alternative but not a live option for most of us. 
The other temptation is to become a generic secular 
college or university. [Note, please, that I'm not saying 
there are only two options. In our rush to avoid being the 
former, we often fall into the trap of assuming that we 
must, therefore, be the latter. What I am arguing is that 
we should be neither. Both are temptations.] I think the 
latter temptation is a live option for many of us, and 
therefore it's the temptation I want to focus on today. 
I recently talked with a former student of mine. He's just 
been employed by a recently-founded Buddhist 
university located in the East Bay area of California. He 
moved there from a position at Montana State where he 
had taught for five years. I was fascinated to hear about 
this new institution and what it was like to teach there. 
Here's what he had to say: "It's very much the same as 
Montana State. The biggest difference is that more of the 
students here are of Asian ancestry, there's no school of 
agriculture, no football team, and, unlike MSU which 
was spread out over hundreds of acres, this University is 
completely located in two eight story buildings. 
Otherwise it's exactly the same; the same generic 
departments, the same generic subjects, taught by the 
same generic academic types, to the same generic 
university students." 
When I heard that, I let out an anguished wail. I asked, 
"Isn't there anything that goes on there that indicates it's 
a Buddhist university?" He responded, "There's a 
meditation room on the top floor of my building, and they 
offer Tai Chi classes to staff at lunch everyday. But from 
what I hear even the state schools do that out here. After 
all, this is California." 
From my point of view, though this institution may be a 
financial ( and academic) success, this story is a tragedy. 
What is there in Buddhism that calls them to recreate 
another generic university? Particularly when the 
Buddhists have so much to offer that the world so 
desperately needs. That's why the fact that the Buddhist 
founders recreated an East Bay version of Montana State 
is a tragedy-because of what it is, because of what it 
could have been, and because of what we, in this culture 
at this time, need it to be. 
But of course exactly the same thing can be said about 
Christians. What an incredible tragedy if Christians 
engaged in education simply end up reproducing Generic 
U. This is particularly so if you believe, as I do, that
Christians have so much to offer that the world so
desperately needs. Yet, if we think of a college or
university as a collection of generic disciplines, where
generic professors teach generic subjects, then I think that
is what we end up with.
At this point, you will want to know exactly what it is I 
am proposing. If a Christian (or Buddhist) university 
should not be just a collection of generic disciplines, then 
what should it be? 
The problem is not solved just by adding a department of 
Christian ( or Buddhist) studies, though as I will indicate, 
that might be a step in the right direction. 
The problem is not solved by adding a chapel or worship 
time and venue, though that too might be a step in the 
right direction. 
The problem is not solved by adding a whole mess ( or 
some quota) of Christians to the faculty, though that too 
might be a step in the right direction. 
None of these is sufficient because they simply add 
something to Generic U. Christian U then becomes 
Generic U plus chapel, or Generic U plus courses about 
Christianity, or Generic U plus a certain quota of 
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Christians. 
My friend, Sig Rauspern, likes to compare an educational 
institution to a tree. It has many branches of knowledge. 
Some produce interesting leaves, some flowers, some 
fruit, some are pretty much bare. . But a tree is always 
more than that. It's also a trunk (the place where all those 
branches hold together) and a root system. We tend, in 
academe, to focus all our attention on the branches, pay 
little attention to the trunk, and no attention to the roots. 
The temptations we just talked about seem to me to be 
Generic U plus a few new branches grafted on. My point 
is that a university is Christian because of the character of 
its trunk and roots, not because of any new department, 
or administrative office, or chapel that might be added 
on. 
What I would hope of such an institution is that the ways 
of inquiring, the ways of understanding the tasks of 
teaching and learning, the ways of being a community 
would be shaped in some deep and essential way by the 
founding tradition. Thus, though economics is pursued at 
Christian U, it is pursued in deep dialogue with a point of 
view that sees the world not as the possession of humans, 
but sees us as stewards of a gift, not owners of a piece of 
property, that sees flourishing life as the measure of 
wealth, not wealth as the measure of flourishing life. 
Business courses may be taught at Christian U, but they 
include occasions for discussion of how the Christian 
idea of vocation changes our understanding of business 
success. How is business pursued by persons who realize 
that the bottom line is always something more than 
numbers? That accounting must take account of how well 
the needs of people are served? How is management 
taught by persons who have good reason to see the 
artificiality of the management/labor distinction? By 
persons who see each other as essentially brothers and 
sisters? 
Biology will certainly be pursued at Christian U but 
pursued by those who stand in deep wonder and 
appreciation at the world, called to steward it rather than 
those who are determined to conquer and control it. Law 
may be learned at Christian U as well but it will be 
studied in a context tempered by the critical ideas of 
justice and mercy and service. There may be a military 
officer training program at Christian U, but no student 
should pass through it without considering what Walter 
Wink has called "Jesus Third Way" of responding to 
violence. Every student should have studied the debates 
about the possibility of just war and should have read 
Bonhoeffer on discipleship. Even religion may be taught 
at Christian U, but it will be informed by Jesus story, 
usually called "The Good Samaritan," one point of which 
is that being religious is not always the answer and 
sometimes is the problem. In all of these cases the 
dialogue that ensues should shape both how the inquiry is 
pursued, how it is taught and what is taught, the kinds of 
assignments students receive, but mostly the kinds of 
discussions that are focal, the things faculty and students 
spend their time arguing about, the deep issues we all 
wrestle with. 
The second point to make is that a Christian 
college/university is a place that takes seriously the fact 
that what one learns ends up influencing the person one 
becomes. Generic secular universities tend to deny or 
avoid this fact. Christian universities need to explicitly 
recognize that they teach subjects, but also, and at the 
same time, they teach human beings. We need to be clear 
that a person may be profoundly changed while studying 
astrophysics, agriculture, nursing, and music. Christian 
U is unashamedly and deliberately a place of human 
transformation, human growth; it offers an educational 
· paradigm that is paideutic. It is a place where it makes
very good sense to talk about faculty as mentors as well
as instructors. Recent studies on collegiate learning show
us that it is such transformative learning that really sticks.
Now perhaps you understand why I said that chapel
services, the number of Christians on hand, and a faculty
that teaches about Christianity might be "steps in the
right direction." They are in the right direction if they
end up influencing the quality and quantity of serious
dialogue that takes place there. If economists and
biologists and business and law faculty are more likely to
engage the tradition seriously because of the presence of
faculty teaching about Christianity, then it is a step in the
right direction. Yet I think we can all imagine a situation
where it wouldn't be.
IV. The Lutheran Contribution
Until now I have been talking about Christian 
communities and their call to engage in learning 
communities. But I haven't specifically mentioned 
Lutherans. There are two reasons: i) Lutherans never 
intended to be anything but Christians-Christian 
reformers. That there are Lutherans is an historical fact, 
but had they succeeded in their argument for reform, 
there would not be. ii) The most important things that 
Lutherans have to offer are truths they share with other 
Christians. 
But in spite of that I do think that Lutherans bring some 
particular emphases to the Christian educational calling. 
I will only mention some of these things here. 
1. Lutherans should practice something that Luther
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embodied so well but that the world understands so 
poorly: faithful criticism. Luther was extremely critical 
of the Church, some parts of the ecclesiastical tradition, 
the political order, his theological opponents, and 
himself. Yet in all these cases his critique was not meant 
to tear down but to reform. His love and faithfulness 
took the form of being critical, of calling the Church back 
to some things it had lost sight of. 
Luther was suspicious of many things: ecclesiastical 
authority, philosophy, theology, ethics, princes, peasants, 
and even reformers. Yet in every case his. suspiciousness 
was not cynical but thoroughly engaged. He was 
involved in these enterprises even as he was suspicious of 
them. These two ideas, faithful criticism and engaged 
suspiciousness, are two peculiarly Lutheran habits of 
mind. The world needs both of them as much, if not 
more, than it ever has. 
2. Luther had two theological ideas that played an
important role in his thinking: a) that we are simul Justus
et peccator, i.e. at the same time (and in the same way?)
both saints and sinners; b) the theology of the cross.
These two ideas together (should) have kept Lutherans
over the years from becoming too enamored of
ecclesiastical or theological chauvinism, i.e that they have
got it wrong and we have got it right; that we have
nothing to learn from them; that they are children of
darkness, and we are children of light.
Lutherans believe in ecclesia semper reformanda, that 
the church is always in need of reformation. We have not 
arrived, we are not the specially sanctified brethren, and 
our temptation to think so is the best proof that we are 
not. These theological ideas or attitudes have profound 
implications for how we pursue learning, how we value 
the voices of "outsiders," how we welcome criticism, 
why teachers are also in continual need of learning, and 
why Lutheran theology is so bold, so varied, and so 
argumentative. It also explains why we envision the 
successful Lutheran academy as a place of lively 
dialogue, not as a place to disseminate a univocal world 
view. 
3. Such theological roots are a reason for Lutherans to
have a particularly honest, holistic, yet amazingly hopeful
view of what it means to be human. This view is one of
our gifts, one we are called to share because the world
badly needs to hear another view than the one that
dominates our age. Douglas John Hall sees Christians
(and in fact all of humanity) as engaged in a struggle. "It
is a struggle," he writes, "for a new image of what it
means to be human." We are living in a time that has
seen the intellectual reduction of reality and the human.
Academe has played a large part in that reductionism. 
This last year we had a U.S. poet laureate on our campus, 
Robert Pinsky. He read some poems and talked a bit 
about the public importance of poetry. Though there 
were a couple hundred students present to hear him, there 
were only about a dozen faculty representing, at most, 
five departments. I leaned over to a psychology 
colleague and asked her, "What do you think accounts for 
the small number of faculty?" She responded, "Some of 
our specialties encourage a shrunken humanity." I have 
to admit that her metaphor stuck with me more vividly 
than any of Pinsky's did. 
The daughter of a colleague wrote about her university 
professors: 
My professors are knowledgeable as long as one 
stays in their field of expertise. Some are even 
academically famous ... But as persons they are a 
great disappointment. When I have asked them 
questions that relate learning to larger issues or 
relate learning to life... I find them to be less 
mature than I am! I get the impression that they 
have never asked themselves these questions at 
all, and consequently have never answered them. 
Is that what we have learned in the process of becoming 
academic specialists-to shrink ourselves to fit the 
narrow boxes our disciplines demand? Is that the un­
announced curriculum of academe-to come away with a 
diminished sense of reality and of ourselves? One of the 
things that excites me about the prospect of Christian 
(and particularly Lutheran) higher education is that we 
have something better to offer, something that the world 
desperately needs and that we have the freedom to give. 
Imagine an education that enlarges both one's view of the 
world and the self that inhabits it! 
4. These Lutheran gifts-faithful criticism, a rich
theological tradition informing an honest, holistic and
hopeful view of humanity-these things also influence
the way we approach human knowing; they suggest what
I have dared to call a Lutheran epistemology. They
provide us with a rich, love-related, answerable and
fallible approach to knowing. This approach to knowing
ought to challenge the paradigms of knowing built into
many of our disciplines. It ought to challenge the
temptation toward reductionism, challenge the facile
distinctions between objective and subjective, facts and
values, and challenge the caricatures and phobias that
shape so much academic thinking.
In my book, The Gift and Task of Lutheran Higher 
INTERSECTIONS/Summer 2005 
-31-
r 
Education, I delineate · eight "epistemic stances" that I 
· believe characterize a Lutheran epistemology:
Wonder 
Connectedness 
Critical Faithfulness 
Engaged Suspiciousness 
Open-ness 
Freedom 
Service/Vocation 
Hope 
I don't want to talk about all of these now-but perhaps 
an example shows how they cluster to make a difference. 
Jacob Bronowski in the old TV series, The Ascent of 
Man, said, "There seems to be a kind of knowing that 
actually closes the mind." In one of the final episodes of 
the series Bronowski is seen squatting near a shallow 
pond of water. As he speaks the camera pulls back 
slowly to show the context. He says: 
This is the concentration camp and crematorium 
at Auschwitz. This is where people were turned 
into numbers. Into this pond were flushed the 
remains of four million people. And that was not 
done by gas. It was done by arrogance. It was 
done by dogma. It was done by ignorance. 
When people believe they have absolute 
knowledge... this is how they behave. This is 
what men do when they aspire to be gods ... 
when the loud voice of their answers drowns out 
the voice of the questions. 
Totalitarianism, whether in its overtly political or more 
subtle varieties, is what occurs when a limited vision no 
longer recognizes its own limits. It is a theory, or 
discipline, or technique gone crazy. We have just lived 
through a century filled with examples of such insanity. 
Are we sure there won't be more? 
To a humanity frequently suffering from such insanity 
Wendell Berry offers a warning: 
We have to act on the basis of what we know, 
and what we know is incomplete. We keep 
learning more ... but the mystery surrounding our 
life is not significantly reducible. And so the 
question of how to act in ignorance is paramount. 
.. . If we lack the cultural means to keep 
incomplete knowledge from becoming the basis 
of arrogant and dangerous behavior, then the 
intellectual disciplines themselves become 
dangerous. 
Douglas John Hall refers to the dominant modem view of 
the human-as-knower by the term "mastery," the 
assumption that in knowing the world we humans were 
coming to master it. He writes: 
... the concept of mastery contained an enormous 
lie from the outset. We simply are not 
masters .... just at the point where human mastery 
[in. the technological sense] has become a real 
possibility, the world shows terrible evidence· of 
our lack of wisdom and goodness. It does not 
require great powers of observation or insight for 
anyone today to draw the conclusion that the 
self-appointed masters of the world have almost 
ruined it. 
How do we, as inquirers and sharers of knowledge, 
proceed with these three warnings ringing in our ears? 
We proceed the opposite of arrogantly, the opposite of 
reductionistically,-1 would say we proceed critically and 
self-critically, humbly, suspiciously, subjecting our 
knowing to the critique of service, care, open to wonder, 
answerable to all, including future generations, who will 
be affected. 
Imagine the exciting and fertile discussions that would 
ensue if we could get all of our colleagues to dialogue 
about this new paradigm of knowing. 
V. Conclusion
What I hope is that faculty who have recently come to 
teach at our institutions, when they are asked by their 
friends, "So what's it like to teach at a Christian 
(Lutheran) college/university?" will not have to answer, 
as my former student did, "Oh it's just like Generic U." I 
would be ever so pleased if, instead, they were compelled 
to answer: 
"I have come to question a whole bunch of assumptions I 
came with-assumptions about what it means to be 
human, about which distinctions are essential and which 
are artificial, about what agendas shape my discipline and 
the ways I have thought about knowledge and teaching & 
learning. I have come to recognize and challenge the 
ultimacies our own culture (and academic culture) 
presents to us and to our students. I have been pushed to 
ask these questions by my colleagues, by my students, by 
opportunities for discussion sponsored by my department, 
my school, my university. This has been an immense 
learning year for me. Not only am I a better (economist, 
psychologist, philosopher, professor of law) for having 
come here. I am also a larger, more multi-dimensional 
person. These Lutherans really take education seriously. 
This is a great place for a learner to be." 
INTERSECTIONS/Summer 2005 
-32-
